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Q. Which gang were you in?

A. Oh, we was the East-End Gang. Well, it wasn't a regular gang. It was
Just a bunch of boys associating, playing games and everything.

Q. Where did the north end start?

A. The North-End was generally Ridgely, Devereaux Heights, and they

Were o «

Q. Starting at Ridgely Averne?

A. Yes, they called them the Ridgely Gang. And there was the Reservoir

Park Gang. There wasn't much of a gang here because it was in between.

Q. You were between the "North-Erders" and who was on the other side

of you?

A. Well, there was the South-End., But the most notorious that we ever
knew, that was really bad boys, was the Ridgely and Devereaux Helghts.
They was sixteen-year-old, fifteen-year-old coal miners, Well, I remember
this Bill Avish-——the brother of Joe that had the leg cut off--why, he

had two paychecks from Sangamon No. 2 before the truant officers got him
to bring him back to school. And he resented the fact because he already
was making good money in the mine and here he had to go back into the
schoolroom. So he deliberately plcked a fight with the teacher; Mrs.
Kestner, to get expelled so he could go back to work. Well, whenever

you was sixteen years old, you was headed for the mine, And all the boys,
that was their outlook in life, that they got to go to work. Every kid

deslres to work ard get a paycheck, especially poor families. You
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helped out the family, When I worked in the mine, the only time that . . .
at payday they'd give me the spending money, but all our checks were
cambined right into the household. That's how this house was saved up

for and built. My father built this house.

Q. You hadn't told me that. What year was this house built?

A« 1928. Then my mother died in 1930. She only lived two years and he
was hospitalized immediately after that.

Q. So it was combined paychecks from you and your brother and father.

A. And father, sure. Mine wasn't very much because I just entered the
mine in 1928, I didn't work long at all in the mine, see. But what
paychecks my brother had, or any chlld, they all went for the family,
and they got their spending money. But today, why, the kids keep the
whole check and don't even pay board. All my sister-in-law's children,
none of them ever had to pay board or anything. They just eat up on the
family.

Qs You mean even though they're working full time?

A. Why,sure. No, my sister-in-law never did charge board for her children

until they got married.
Q. Do you think that's a good system?

A. No, I think they all should contribute to the common cause, They
shouldh't exploit a child. If he wanted something, well, he worked for
it. But they should, I believe; when they get to keep the whole thing,

there's a certain selfishness that's instilled in a person. They don't
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feel free to share among themselves.

Qs Do you think it's making the kids of foday more selfish?

A. Tt would. It makes them more self-centered. They want to think of their
Individual car instead of helping an unworking brother or sister. They

can shift for themselves, but the automobile and everything is more
necessary. Not in every case, but it would, I think, instill a certain
amount of selfishness 1f you're not willing to share your paycheck, or

whatever the case 1s, in the family .pot.

Q. Did you ever resent having to put your paycheck in?

A, Tt never entered my mind. It never entered my mind, If I wanted some
money, I'd ask my father for some spending money. It wasn't even

questioned.

Q. What was the age limit for working in the mine?

A, The youngest? You had to hBave a permit, a working permit at sixteen.
But there were people that would lie in order to . . . like this Bill Avish.
He lied to the company. I don't know how he got by without a permit,
whether it was allowable to go down, but he wasn't even sixteen. That's
why he had to go back to school. The truant officers had to pull him

out of the coal mine. (laughter)

Q. Did any of your fathers object to you going into the mines? Did

any of them sort of hope that one . . .

A, All of them had high hopes for their chlldren. My parents wanted
me to go through high school and maybe to college or samething. But
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after I was in high school a couple of years, and I had two bits to
spend and all my pals had dollars to sperd, then I deliberately quit study-
Ing and everything. I just wanted into the mine. That was my biggest as—

piration, see. Of course, when I was failing, failing every grade, why,

they seen 1t was a hopeless case, s0 they allowed me to go into the mines.
They didn't express their disappointment to me, but I'm sure they was
really disappointed In me. But I got my way that way.

Q. Wasn't it urusual that you went almost through high school? They
must have had to sacrifice to keep you in school that long.

A, Well, they might have, because it was two bits a day for lunch

money aryd then we got . .

Q. Twenty-five cents for lunch?
A, Yes,

Q. That's about what it is today.

A. Then the bus, we bought bus checks for ninety cents, ninety cents

a month. But we'd spend the ninety cents and walk to school. (laughter)
Yes, I guess it was a 1little sacrifice, but if you had more than one
going to school, you know. But I guess it wasn't so bad with one

at a time going, see. It wasn't too bad then.

Q. And when you were in high school, your brother was working in the mine?
A. He was in the mines already, yes.

Q. Did your sisters go through high school?
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A. No, my slster didn't either. She quit and went to the shoe factory,
but she was about forced to because that's when my mother died. I believe

she quit before my mother died, but just right about at the same time.

Qs About how old would she have been then when she started &t the shoe

factory?

A. Well, 1t's hard to say, maybe around seventeen. That's when I started
in the mine. I was seventeen. But most of the kids started at sixteen,
right from grade school. A lot of them didn't even enter high school,

There was one fellow, he was illiterate even as a man—-Tony Sunday.
And he was almost ready for the coal mine and he was sitting with the

first graders in school. But he became a sculptor.
Q. A sculptor?

A, Oh, yes. He made the first train of the . . . he got the blueprints
from the Il1linois Central Railroad, and he made out of wood, carved it,
the name of the train—it was the biggest train that the IC ever had-—

1t was Twenty-nine 'I‘wenty‘-nine.‘ That was the name of that train. He made

rocking chairs and everything out of sand and baked them in the oven.
They was always on exhibition in the school. And he made an Abraham Lin-
coln's tonmb in a five-gallon bottle, piece by piece. It was always at
the falrgrounds on display. And he was jJust the dumbest kid you ever

seen, couldn't even read or write. I don't believe he can today.

Q. He's still alive?

A. T don't know; I couldn't say. But he went to New York or someplace.
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He was a regular sculptor, He was Ifallan; Tony Sunday was his name.
Well, you can see how amazing one person can turn out. He had more
ability than anybody that I knew of. All his displays was at the
fairgrourds. I don't know whether he made the State Capitol or not.

But, boy, every plece was a scale model,
Qe S0 he had other talents than reading?

A. Yes, He was golng to enter automobile racing at one time. He
had a car; he built his own auto racer and everything, but that fell

through then.

Q. As a child, this was a mixed ethnic neighborhood. Were there blacks
in thls neighborhood, too?

A, In this nelighborhood there were, yes.
Q. Even as a child? Even when you were a child here?

A. Yes, there were some a little south of here, because we lived three
blocks east, at 2121, and there wasn't any of them out there. But

right across the track here at Nineteenth and Moffat, where Barker—
Lubin's is today, that was a colored baseball park. They had a grandstand,
bleachers, baseball diamonds. And for years the Union Glants was the . . .
and they had a real good baseball team. Where the Pillsbury Mills now
stands was another baseball park, Thomas & Clark. I just vaguely

remember that ball park.

Q. Thomas and Clark?

- A, Thomas and Clark Baseball Park., It sat where the Pillsbury Mills is
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sitting today.
Q. And the other you said was the Union League?

A. Unlon Glants. That was a colored team., See, that's when the coloreds
didn't play with the whites or against the whites or anything, They
played their own teams. And we used to go into that park all the time,

It was our playing grounds.
Q. The ctlored park?

A. Yes, the colored park. And nobody went there; very few whites ever
went there, It was Just all colored games and colored people. But

we'd shoot our snipes, clgarette butts. We'd pick cigarette butts, you
know. That's about the only way we had to smoke clgarettes. We wouldn't
smoke the Phedmonts because Piedmonts was a colored man's cig;ai'ette, but
we'd smoke all the rest of them., All the darn people that went there was
colored. (laughter) We'd pick them up under the grandstand. And also,
on a rainy day, these trains would deliver miners to the mines. They
had miner coaches. They had the pot-bellied stoves, their coal stoves,
in the coaches for heat in the wintertime. And at six o'clock in the
morning, all the miners would get on this train—it was a train, maybe

five or six coaches—and go way out to Peabody No. 6, deliver these men

to the coal company mines because there was no other means of transportation,

Well, when they'd bring the miner coaches back from delivering thé
miners, all the miners' snipes were all over the floors, and we'd get

in these miner coaches and get our smokes. (laughter)

Q. Would you put them togebher or Just smoke the little . . .
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A, We'd just smoke the butt. Why, sure. So we wolildn't have to put
our lips on the lip end, we'd put thé fire end in our mouth and light
the other end. We'd turn 1t backwards. Tailor mades was all right,

but some of these miners smoked these Miners and Pliddlers and Tip Top.

Q. Miners and Puddlers?
A, Yes.
Q. Was that the name of the cigarette?

A. Thét was the name of the can. You bought the tobacco in a bilg pourd
can like a big coffee can. Tip Top and Miners and Puddlers. It was

a pipe tobacco, and the men that smoked the pipes would just put that
tobacco in the pipes. But you could buy cigarette papers, and the
miners would roll their cigarettes with this same type of tobacco. It
was so0 strong, it would meke your eyeballs pop out. (laughter) We'd
inhale them down to our toes. (laughter)

Q. (laughter) No wonder you all got black lung. You had it when you

were little.

A, (laughbtdr) Yes.

Q. So which was your favorite kind?

A, The tailor mades.

Q. Oh, the tallor mades. They came already made?

A. Already made, sure. Same of them was Clowns, 111'si they had the
Chesterfields and Camels and the LuckyrStrikes, Fatima.
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Q. Did the girls do any smoking?

A. No, no, No girl ever smoked., If it was one that ever smoked, 1t
was of a necessity, a prostitute, I remember when my mother got her
hair cut, it broke my heart, She got her halr bobbed. It broke my
heart because I thought she turned prostitute. (laughter)

Q. How had she worn her hair before that? In a coil on the top of

her head?

A. Oh, yes. She even had a big can of what did they call them, falls
or what? She had little things that looked like kidneys, in the shape of
a kidney. She had all kinds of hair in these cans.

Q. They called them rats, I think.

A. Rats, yes. And then what used to make me shudder, she'd put all
her halr up here and put the hat on; then she'd take this big pin and
run it right through her head. (laughter) I'd shudder every time she'd
stick that pin right straight through her head.

Q. (laughter) About what year was it she cut her hair? Have you any

idea of how old you were?

A, Well, i1t was before we moved here, so maybe two or three years before

we moved here, in 1928, maybe 1925 or 1926, something like that,
Q. But you were old enough to know what a prostitute was?

A. Well, yes, I guess. Oh, yes, every boy knew, because uptown on

Madison Street, all along there, there was a whole red light district.
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Even as we grew into bigger boys , I don't know what they used, but the
fellows say they'd [prostitutes] knock the quarter on the window, to rattle
the window to call our attention as we passed by the street. The ladies
was rapping on the windows to call us in,

Q. Oh, even when you were kids?

A, Well, yes, when we were younger men. But we knew even when we was
younger klds what it was, by word of mouth, see. That all passed
through like profanity. Every kid knew all the profane words and so they

knew the other facts of life, too.
Q. So the prostitutes had short hair and smoked cigarettes.

A, Oh, yes. And my parents never taught me the facts of life because
that was learned in the street. In fact, we lwarned the facts of life

way before our parents would dare tell us. We already knew it.
Q. You'd been around.
A, Oh, yes.

Q. How many houses were there down Madison Street? Was it more than
Just Madison?

A, Well, Jefferson Street was a prime street, even right smack across
from the Sangamon County Jail. The fellow that ran that house, he was a

professional bondsman.
Q. What was his name, or can you remember even?

Q. I did know hls name because it was well spoken of 1n Springfield as
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a professional bondsman. He'd get every criminal out and then put the
interest hooks on him. T can't think of his name now. But anyway,.all

in that area from Jefferson all the way to maybe Tenth or Eleventh Street;
it was Just one slde of the street, the south side of the street, Most
all of them was resident type of houses., Some of them was bulldings with
upstairs, There was one there they called the Bluebird. Tt was later

on during the bootlegging time, during the time that they had the gangsters
killing each other. Amd in the Bluebird's theatre . . .

Q. Theatre?

A. I mean Bluebird ., . . I don't know; I've never been in there, but it
was a saloon, I guess, because you could hear the plano music and every-
thing Inside as you'd pass by. And it was during a dance——during Al
Capone's time and everything—two brothers, the Aelio brothers, was in
there. The gangsters come in there and killed them both with shotguns

in that Bluebird restaurant. Yes, it was a restaurant, I guess,
Q. With rooms upstairs?

A, Yes, rooms upstairs, sure, definitely.

Q. Was this Just solid, one house after another?

A, Mostly, because . . .

Q. What would you put in between? (laughter)

A. That's what I say. Nobody dared live in between. (laughter) You
would be tainted no matter how good of a person you were. Then along
Madison, there was shacks of all kinds, but they was mostly all black.
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There was black drunkards and prostitutes, just a melting spot. Well,
We used to go to high school through that district. There was one
time, coming from high school, where a guy had shot another man's
daughter with a shotgun, shot her in the legs. We was passing by;

we seen the ambulance carrying her out. And it was just a regular
old cutthroat neighborhood. There was prostitutes and gambling, I
guess, and everything there.

Q. Ard everyone knew about it, I take?

A. The whole city, all the police ard everybody knew., It was just

wide open.
Q. When did they finally start cleaning that up?

A. Well, it was a gradual thing. Maybe they'd tear one house down

that was getting dilapidated. One of the prettiest streets in Spring-
field was East Jefferson Street. Had the park lights and everything. And
the big houses, it was in the early . . . businessmen, you know, they

had blg structures. Well, later on when them people moved west Into the
more affluent society, they rented these places out and didn't fix them
up, Just collected the rent and let them deteriorate until the whole area
became blighfed. And this other area that I was telling you about was
already bllighted, so that blight just continued to grow. And this blight
of today, the whole east end of town, that's what the housing develop-

ment's all about now. That blight just grew.

Q. So you think most of these homes were owned by the so-called nicer

element of Springfield?
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A. The banks and the bigger, successful business people of Springfield,

sure,

Q. Were they in on the take, you think, on the prostitution and the

gambling? You think they Just rented them out?

A. I don't know; I don't think so. I don't belleve it was a central-
owned thing., Most of them, I think, were free-lance. Same of the ones
in the buildings could have been. Some of the madams was maybe bigger
shot, but the small houses was individual, just llke this house or
that house next door. Everybody was in business for themselves, I
suppose, unless they had a good friend who wanted to come along and

enter business with them, you know. (laughter)

Q. Would you kids walk down there and . .

A. That was our way to townj; our shortcuts were all through the town,

sure.

Q. Normal route. So you passed through both the shacks area and the

prostitution area every day?

A. Oh, yes. And we've never been harmed in any respect, you know.
We'd cut through the Palmer schoolyard, and from Palmer School, all

south and west of that was all mostly colored and blighted neighborhoods.

I remember one time we were going to a minerd' meeting, me and Mike
Zions. And we passed through this neighborhood and this one old
grandma came out. She was ancient; well, to us she looked 105 and she was

decrepit. She asked us for a cigarette. We had Bull Durham. I says,
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"Well, all we got is Bull Durham." "That's all right," she says,
"that's all right. I'l1l roll it." So I handed her the sack of Bull
Durham. She was rolling it up, you know, and looked up through her

0ld, wrinkled-up eyes and she says, "You boys want to go to bed?" "No,
grandma, no." She says, "Come on. This is give-away night." I says,
"No, no." We kept on going. And the way the story went, any time a guy
had a fish or a carp or anything, he could exchange thit carp any time.
Any kind of fish or any vegetables or anything like that; it didn't have
to be money through the more blighted areas. But when you got on
toward town, why, then they wanted money. Of course, we don't know the
exact intricacies of it unless we would have experienced it ourselves,
but we ridiculed those things like that. We laughed.

Q. Well, they were probably starving, too.

A. That's right, that's right. It was a social 1Xl. It wasn't that the
people were rotten., They was rotten hungry, I guess. And we pald

no attentlon because everybody was poor. We didn't feel poor because
you could look on the railroad at any time of the day, you'd see an old
lady with a babushka on, picking coal. They'd pick up all the coal
that fell off the cars. Some ladies got kllled on the railroad. I
remember my mother telling about an old lady here. They had these
automatic switch closers, and when that switch would close on the old
lady's leg or something, why, she was gone. It was Mrs. Kasavitch.

Her little boy went out picking coal one morning, and the train cut
him in half. When the mother and sisters - went there, he asked for
some soda pop. When they gave him a bottle of soda, it Jjust run out
the bottom, right through the trunk. The kid died after he got in the
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hospltal, just for picking coal. And all the coal miners' wives all
along the track picking coal, miners down there digging it, burhing wood.
Yes, things was pretty bad then.

Q. Was this before the Depression?

A. Oh, way before the Depression, yes. The Depression was later on.
I was involved in the Depression, worked on WPA. That was 1929, 1930,
1931.

Q. You're saying then, though, the conditions were as bad, if not
worse, for some of the people before the Depression than they were

during the Depression?

A, Sure. And I remember . . . I know now; I didn't realize then what
undernourishment looks like or maybe rickets because you could tell
that. . . . There was one family that lived over here on Eighteenth
Street, 0'Nells., All their eyes were . . . I believe you call it
granulation from undernourishment. It looked like your eyes was sore.
Ard that's just from undernourishment. The poor kids was always

hungry. I don't know what thelr parents did or whatever it is, but I
know they was extremely poor. They didn't have the food that we had

at home, We were poor—we dldn't pealize it——but we always had plenty of
food on the table, we was well-nourished, and we had clothing. But

Them poor kids didn't, and there was so many of them.
Q. You never went hungry?

A. No, no. The only time that we never had anything to eat, me and

my sister, was after my parents was gone. The mine closed down, and we


















































































































































































